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"FORESIGHT": Catawba County, North Carolina
Planning Its Economic Future
Thomas Lundy
Catawba County has successfully implemented an innovative strategic planning process. Drawing wide support from
both the public and private sectors, this initiative has brought community leaders together to provide guidance for
the future economic development of the county. This article outlines that process.
Introduction
In April of 1985, the Catawba County Board of Com-
missioners authorized the creation of a long-range strategic
planning effort called "FORESIGHT" and subtitled "Ca-
tawba County's Continuing Search for Economic Excel-
lence." Serving as a joint venture between the public and
private sectors, the process drew its strength from a wide
range of Catawba County's population.
According to Public Technology, Inc, a national leader
in assisting with strategic planning, ". . . to our knowledge,
Catawba County is the first jurisdiction, either city or
county, in the State of North Carolina to complete a stra-
tegic plan and, on a national basis, one of the first counties
in its size range to undertake strategic planning."
What is Strategic Planning?
Strategic planning is a positive way to manage change
and to influence a community's future. It is a proactive
process that has been used by the private sector since the
1960s and is increasingly being used by local government.
It allows a community to examine its strengths and
weaknesses, its opportunities and constraints, to overcome
misconceptions and develop community consensus, and
to get ahead of its competition. It is a personal process,
tailored to the specific needs and available resources of
a community.
The strategic planning process allows government to
develop a partnership with the private sector. It is an op-
portunity to take the planning process outside of the county
courthouse or city hall and allow different groups and
individuals to act on the same information. Tom Peters,
in his new book, Thriving on Chaos, says, "a good
strategic planning process gets everyone involved, requires
(a) lot of time and (vigorous) debate, is not constrained
by overall assumptions, is not to be left to planners, and
is perpetually fresh, forcing the asking of new questions."
Public Technology, Inc, views the strategic planning pro-
cess as "an opportunity to create and share a mutual vision
of what a county or city will be. This shared vision can
link individual efforts in pursuit of consensus goals."
Through the strategic planning process, a community
can enhance its ability to attract business and industry,
tourism, financial resources, and trained workers. Rather
than replacing traditional types of planning, such as land
use and budgeting, strategic planning integrates planning
processes and broadens participation to create a shared
vision of what a community can become.
The Strategic Planning Process
Strategic planning calls for the outlining of explicit
strategies, the listing of clear steps and the identification
of key actors responsible for implementation. It is critical
that a community carefully monitor the implementation
of its strategic decisions to ensure that those decisions are
carried out.
In the Beginning
The County first began discussing strategic planning
on a staff level in December of 1984. Catawba County was
enjoying a strong local economy, with high per capita in-
come, a rapidly growing urban area, and a successful ten-
year industrial development effort to diversify the economy.
At the same time, however, the area had sustained declines
in the furniture market and reductions in air service to
Hickory Municipal Airport. Fragmented efforts in eco-
nomic development and transportation strategies also ex-
isted among the Chamber of Commerce, the business
community, the municipalities, and the County.
Following a work session by the Board of Commission-
ers in April, 1985, at which it authorized the concept of
strategic planning, members of the county staff began to
organize and focus the process. Discussions with national
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strategic planning consultants and the Western Piedmont
Council of Governments (WPCOG) led to recommenda-
tions that the Board of Commissioners authorize, fund,
and organize the process, but that the private sector carry
it forward, free from intervention or oversight by the
County government.
In August of 1985, the Board formally appointed a
twenty-member steering committee, composed primarily
of chief executive officers of the county's major
corporations.
The Steering Committee members represented the fields
of banking, fiber optics, law, food distribution, higher
education, insurance, real estate, hosiery, furniture, gov-
ernment, investment, and advertising, and included the
past and current presidents as well as the president-elect
of the Chamber of Commerce.
FORESIGHT Steering Committee Membership Criteria
1
.
Knowledge about the concept of long-range (five to twenty
years) strategic planning.
2. Willingness to commit time and energy for a two- to four-
year period.
3. Ability to influence or mobilize the resources of the commu-
nity, to ensure that emerging strategies will be acted upon.
The county contracted with the Western Piedmont
Council of Governments to staff the entire strategic plan-
ning effort. The WPCOG was chosen because of its famil-
iarity with the local area, its research capability and its
access to resources. The County required that the WPCOG
contract with Public Technology, Inc to ensure that major
steps within the planning process were guided by the con-
sultant's national experience.
Selection of a strong Steering Committee chairperson
was a critical step. The Board of Commissioners selected
a person with stature in the community, enthusiasm for
the project, and a willingness to devote a great deal of
energy to the process. The chairperson was willing to lead
the process but did not try to control it.
FORESIGHT Steering Committee Guidelines (set by the Board
of Commissioners)
1
.
Focus the scope of the study on the long-term economic vitality
of Catawba County.
2. Look beyond the county government's role when preparing
a list of recommended steps for different community actors
to take.
3. Limit discussions to four issues, a manageable number.
4. Appoint task forces to examine each of the major issues, and
require representation from the various segments of Catawba
County on each task force.
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Elements of a Successful Process
1
.
Governing boards committed to long range planning and will-
ing to let the process work without interference.
2. A process focused on a specific goal (such as economic
growth) and limited to a manageable number of topics.
3. A private sector committed to the economic development of
the area.
4. The appointment of "movers and shakers" to the Steering
Committee.
5. Specific mission statements that identify for the Task Forces
the concerns of the Steering Committee.
6. The active involvement of the press. It is important to explain
the process to the press and to encourage its coverage.
7. The use of professional expertise from an outside agency to
direct the process (COG, university, community college, state
or national consultants).
8. Continuation of the process through the implementation and
monitoring stages.
Work Begins
The Steering Committee began work in September,
1985. The WPCOG prepared an 80-page community anal-
ysis, which included studies of the local economy, pop-
ulation, education, infrastructure, housing and real estate.
The community analysis focused the committee's attention
on existing conditions and brought the group together on
common ground. It showed, for example, that among
North Carolina's 100 counties, Catawba had the highest
percentage of daily commuters. The analysis also pointed
out that Catawba County was the fifth largest exporter
of manufactured goods, that it had a vibrant entre-
preneurial spirit and a tradition of strong governmental
cooperation. Other findings revealed that the county's
three school systems were average in education in a state
that is below average, its highway district was last in the
state in per capita expenditures for highway funds, and
51 percent of the county's jobs were in manufacturing.
By November of that year, the Steering Committee had
chosen four key issues for in-depth analysis: education,
transportation, jobs and business creation, and government
services. Other topics considered by the committee, but not
chosen for further analysis included housing, health care,
marketing, image, quality of life, culture and recreation.
Mission statements were developed to define the boun-
daries for each of the four issues. For example, though
higher education was recognized as an important compo-
nent of the county's economic vitality, time and energy
constraints required the mission statement on education
to focus on grades K through 12. In addition to setting
a general goal for each of the four issues, the mission
statements included specific objectives which helped iden-
tify the kind of analysis that was desired by the Steering
Committee.
After developing the mission statements in December,
1985, the Steering Committee appointed 80 task force
members to represent the county geographically, racially,
by professional group, and by business occupation. It is
important to note that the Steering Committee, and not
the Board of Commissioners, appointed task force mem-
bers. Out of 81 people approached to be on the task
forces, only one declined.
Logistics concerning the timing, structure, and delegation
of responsibilities proved important in making the task
forces' time productive. The large number of participants
required the establishment of a regular meeting schedule.
WPCOG staff members sent notices of meetings, determined
agendas, kept minutes, arranged for speakers, performed
research, and wrote final reports. Public Technology, Inc,
added guidance during critical points in the decision-
making process. Strong task force chairpersons were
selected to keep meetings on track and to help present final
recommendations to the Steering Committee. Little work
was scheduled for the summer months to avoid conflicts
and to ensure maximum participation. All task forces met
concurrently allowing all four issues to be analyzed and
developed on the same schedule.
Between January and July of 1986, the task forces heard
experts and leaders in particular topic areas and visited
program sites. Fifty-eight strategies were developed by the
task forces and recommended to the Steering Committee
in October of 1986. The recommendations identified key
actors for each of the implementation strategies. Among
those playing this role were the Chamber of Commerce,
the Board of Commissioners, the three school boards, the
municipalities, the Industrial Development Commission,
the County Planning Board, the Metropolitan Planning
Organization, the League of Women Voters, political par-
ties, and Hickory Airport's fixed base operator.
Recommendations for Avoiding Potential Pitfalls
1
.
Underfunding. The FORESIGHT Process cost $53,000 for the
first 24 months. This figure included the contract with the
WPCOG and PTI and the printing of a final document. The
County received a $6,000 contribution from the Chamber of
Commerce. Phase II of the project— implementation and
monitoring— is expected to cost $25,000. This works out to
approximately $20,000 a year over a four-year period.
2. Insufficient time. Enough time should be allowed to insure
that the effort is properly staffed and organized, participants
are trained, data is collected, and good decisions are made.
3. Over-reliance on staff. The Steering Committee must take
ownership of the process.
4. Duplication of effort. Focus on areas not already addressed
through other programs.
5. Underestimating the availability of local or regional resources.
Assume the availability of a broad range of resources.
6. Skimping on research. Adequate research to establish a com-
mon base of information is extremely important.
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Tangible Results of the FORESIGHT Process
1. Both political parties have agreed to strive for representation
on the State Board of Transportation.
2. The release of the most recent North Carolina Transportation
Improvement Program (TIP) advanced several of the projects
in Catawba County.
3. The Chamber of Commerce adopted FORESIGHT'S recom-
mendations as the prime component of its 1987 and 1988
agendas.
4. The Catawba County Government has made a major financial
commitment to increase the salaries of teachers, to fund addi-
tional teaching positions in art, guidance, music and foreign
language and to provide funds to begin a merit system in the
schools.
5. The three boards of education have indicated their support
of the FORESIGHT Committee strategies and have held several
joint meetings to discuss ways to improve the quality of
education.
6. A private, non-profit Council for Educational Excellence has
been established to increase citizen awareness concerning the
link between quality education and economic growth. Funds
from public (state and local) and private sectors have been
obtained and a nationwide search for an Executive Director
is nearing completion.
7. A Joint Services Committee has been established, composed
equally of the public and private sectors, to ensure strong local
government cooperation , and to explore how services could
be consolidated.
8. The Chamber of Commerce is raising funds from the private
sector to establish a business incubator.
9. The Chamber of Commerce has established a Venture Capital
Program to assist new businesses and keep alive the strong,
entrepreneurial spirit which exists.
10. One of the county's three newspapers prepared a 110-page
special edition, entitled "Insight Into FORESIGHT," which
helped communicate the strategies to the general public
11. Major improvements are underway at Hickory Municipal Air-
port funded by the State, the City of Hickory, Catawba and
Burke Counties.
12. The County has updated its subdivision and zoning regula-
tions to increase their compatibility with municipal
regulations.
13. The three boards of education have voted to jointly examine
a school merger.
14. The City of Hickory used the FORESIGHT process as one
of the major components in its successful application for "All
American' City" designation.
Intangible Benefits of the FORESIGHT Process
1. Involvement by top business leadership in planning for the
county's future.
2. A growing sense of community cooperation.
3. The participation of over 100 community leaders representing
a cross-section of the county.
4. A public awareness of potential opportunities and problems.
5. Increased capacity to continue strategic planning in the future.
of 1987, the Steering Committee began meeting with key
implementors of the plan. These meetings were very suc-
cessful, and by February, 1987, the FORESIGHT Com-
mittee released its final report in a presentation to the
Board of Commissioners.
With the release of its report, the FORESIGHT Com-
mittee had completed its original charge. However, com-
mittee members unanimously requested authorization to
continue for the next eighteen to twenty-four months to
monitor the progress of their recommendations in the
community. This was an important indication of the pro-
cess' success — the private sector had taken ownership of
the strategies and was committed to carrying them out.
The Board of Commissioners gratefully acknowledged this
request, authorized the group to continue, and agreed to
fund a contract for continuing staff support.
Conclusion
Strategic planning, though potentially popular, is not
a "cure-all" for problems of a community and may not
be successful if viewed as such. It provides a tool that can
broaden the planning process to include community
resources normally left untapped. A successful stategic
planning process can lead to consensus building and an
agenda which helps to ensure a community's future health
and vitality.
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The strategies also recommended the creation of two new
groups from the FORESIGHT Committee. First, the Council
on Educational Excellence was designed to ensure that the
residents of the county understood the value of public
education to long-term economic growth. The second was
a Joint Services Committee, an ongoing public/private
organization, set up to promote the continuation of strong
governmental cooperation.
After working for over a year guiding the selection of
issues and formation of task forces, the Steering Committee
was ready to use its influence to mobilize the community
and its resources. Between October of 1986 and January
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